A research case study from the monsoonal tropics of northern Australia indicates that assumptions about post-mining rehabilitation success need to be reviewed.
The plant species mix used in the rehabilitation sites studies was based on a facilitation model of vegetation succession. This assumes that initial 'pioneer' species will improve site conditions for later species, and that they will then senesce and be replaced by 'late successional' species. Large-seeded, fast-growing species that germinate reliably from seed, for example acacias, are used in the expectation that they will re-build nitrogen stocks in the soil then die and be replaced by more long-lived, slow-growing eucalyptus species.
However, my comparison of vegetation and birds between pre-mining native forest and post-mining rehabilitation at Weipa shows that expectations of how rehabilitation would develop over time have not been met. Rehabilitation successfully establishes vegetation cover but, in sites over 20 years old, it remains dominated by acacias. The desired eucalyptus species that provide key habitat resources for local native forest birds are only established at very low densities. Because of the differences in vegetation, the bird community in rehabilitation also differs significantly from the bird community in pre-mining native forest.
The habitat requirements of many bird species are much more specific than people realise. Whenever habitat changes, the distributions of some bird species expand while others contract. Often, it is the mobile, generalist species that are the winners, while more sedentary species or habitat specialists decline. My findings show that unless rehabilitation is able to restore habitats very similar to the pre-mining native forest, it will not provide suitable habitat for approximately a third of the native forest bird species.
